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Perspective
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LAUGHING MATTER?

Left, Pennsylvania Lt. Gov. John Fetterman, Democratic candidate for U.S. Senate, greets supporters at an event in Philadelphia on Sept. 24. Right, Republican candidate for U.S. Senate in Pennsylvania 
Mehmet Oz visits the Fraternal Order of Police Lodge 2 in Scranton to receive an endorsement Tuesday.

We must never forget
tragedy of Oct. 2, 2006

Teacher shortages are real
— in Pa. and nationwide

Analyzing the use of humor in 
key US Senate contest

Oct. 3 marked the 
39th anniversary 
of the day I began 

my career with the City of 
Lancaster Bureau of Fire. 
Oct. 2 marked the 16th 
anniversary of the Nickel 
Mines school shooting, 
in which a 32-year-old 
milk truck driver shot 10 
girls — killing five — at 
an Amish schoolhouse 

before turning the gun on 
himself. As the headline in 
this newspaper read at the 
time, “Death of innocents.”

One day was the happiest 
day of my life; the other 
day marked one of the sad-
dest. It is a stark reminder 
that we all need to reflect. 
We talk today about stress 
in our professions and the 
world. We are experienc-

“ ‘Never seen it this bad’: 
America faces catastrophic 
teacher shortage”

“Pa. teacher shortage 
worsens as interest in teach-
ing falls”

News headlines have 
been telling us 
since the summer 

about the teacher short-
age in Pennsylvania and 
across the country. Schools 

opened their doors as the 
teacher crisis persisted. 
Efforts to address this chal-
lenge range from reducing 
the hours students spend 
in the classroom, to asking 
parents to help in the class-
room, to lowering the basic 
skills required for educa-
tors.

Teachers have been 
leaving the field in droves 
during the COVID-19 

ing shootings, civil unrest, 
a faltering economy and a 
mental health crisis that is 
growing faster than assis-
tance can be provided. 

Since March 2020 when 
the COVID-19 pandemic 
began here, we have had 
so much on our plates 
as first responders and 
citizens that dates like 
Oct. 2, 2006, can get lost 
in the plethora of ongoing 
events and we easily can 
be distracted from what 
is essential. But noth-
ing should ever allow us 
to forget how the world 
changed for Lancaster 
County and specifically 
Bart Township on that day. 
That day changed the lives 
of citizens and responders 
alike, and nothing should 
allow us to push this date 
to the rear of our minds 
and memories.

pandemic and districts are 
struggling to find replace-
ments.

According to the Penn-
sylvania Department of 
Education, 15,031 Instruc-
tional Level I teaching 
certificates — the most 
basic teaching credential
awarded to graduates who
pass their certification 
tests — were issued in the
commonwealth in 2010-11. 
Since then, there has been a 
gradual decrease. In 2019-
20, only 5,128 certificates 
were issued, which repre-
sented a 66% decrease over 
the decade.

What’s unclear is how 
many teaching positions 
are empty since the state 
Department of Education 
does not track vacancies. 
Predictably, districts that 
serve lower-income com-
munities where teacher 
hiring and retention have 
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The pre-primary period of 
the Pennsylvania U.S. Sen-
ate race was rough for both 

parties, but especially so for the 
Republicans. 

The blood duel between Mehmet 
Oz and David McCormick sapped 
money, resources and attention 
from both finalists in the race. 

Among the Democrats, John 
Fetterman pulled way ahead of 
U.S. Rep. Conor Lamb and state 
Rep. Malcolm Kenyatta, which 

was fortunate for Fetterman 
because he had a stroke the Friday 
before the primary. Had it been a 
close race, this would have been 
highly problematic. Because it 
was a trouncing, Fetterman’s im-
mensely charismatic wife Gisele 
gave his victory speech on election 
night, and after that, “Big John” 
was effectively out of the public 
eye for months.

In a normal election, this would 
have been the death knell for a 

n Alison Dagnes is a professor of politi-
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RYAN COLLERD AND CHRISTOPHER DOLAN

campaign. But 2022 is not a nor-
mal year, and these midterm elec-
tion campaigns are not ordinary 
either. 

After winning the GOP primary 
by a hair, Oz decamped for desti-
nations outside of the common-
wealth and essentially took much 
of the summer off, forgoing the 
rigors of campaigning. He might 
have been thinking that Fetter-
man was waylaid by the stroke. 
He might have been thinking that 
most voters do not pay atten-
tion to politics in the off months. 
He might have thought that as a 
celebrity, the public already knew 
him and loved him: Ratings are, as 
former President Donald Trump 
said, a form of polling. In any case, 
Oz was almost entirely incorrect.

Fetterman was not on the 
campaign trail in June and July; 
he was recovering from his stroke 
and a subsequent surgery in which 
a pacemaker with a defibrillator 
was implanted. Being gone for 
months would have impeded past 
candidates such as U.S. Sens. Har-

ris Wofford and Arlen Specter. But 
today is not yesterday, because 
today there are social media and, 
by all accounts, Fetterman pant-
sed Oz for much of the summer by 
trolling him on Twitter. 

Oz may have more broadcast 
media experience, and post-stroke
Fetterman may not have his elocu-
tion at 100%, but one need not be
as articulate as Winston Churchill 
— or even leave one’s home — to 
dog a political opponent on the 
internet. 

And Fetterman dogged Oz like a 
rottweiler, using humor to argue 
that Oz is an effete elitist who 
doesn’t understand Pennsylvania. 
Fetterman’s social media assault 
made national news because the 
jokes at Oz’s expense were funny, 
and they landed. They were not 
hyperpartisan, but were the kind 
of universally accepted jokes 
made about inauthentic politi-
cians. Insincerity is always a good 
joke target, and from his summer 
perches in Palm Beach, Florida, 
and Ireland, Oz supplied artificial-

ity if he supplied anything at all. 
A decade ago, I wrote a book 

about political satire. It was a time 
when the American public could 
meet together at the end of the day 
and watch Jay Leno or David Let-
terman and laugh at the dorks in 
D.C. together, as a unified nation.
Even though in the last 10 years
we have grown more polarized
and divided, and the late-night 
audiences are not what they used 
to be, the rules of comedy still ap-
ply: Make fun of the most serious, 
blow-dried, Botoxed, inauthentic 
and hypocritical suit in the room 
and you get a laugh, no matter who 
it is. In the 2022 U.S. Senate race, 
that inauthentic haircut has been 
Oz. 
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Highlighting Oz’s carpet-
bagger status as an expat 
from New Jersey, Fetter-
man hired Snooki from the 
MTV series “Jersey Shore” 
to tape a message to Oz. 
Fetterman highlighted Oz’s 
misspelling of Huntingdon 
Valley, the Philadelphia 
suburb where Oz ostensibly 
lives. And then he let the 
Philly cheesesteak combat-
ants take it from there (“Do 
you even live in Pa? And 
can you spell the town you 
live in?” tweeted Pat’s King 
of Steaks in South Philly).

Oz tried to underscore 
rising grocery costs by tap-
ing an ad about shopping 
for “crudités” that went 
horribly wrong. Fetterman 
picked up the ball and let 
his Generation Z social me-
dia staff run for the touch-
down. The whole thing 

went viral. It was epic. 
Oz clapped back with

a nasty campaign about 
Fetterman’s weight and 
health, but in the end, call-
ing someone fat and out of 
shape isn’t funny. Saying 
someone is an out-of-
touch, elite, carpetbagger 
from New Jersey who’s too 
snooty to say “veggie tray” 
is funnier than picking on 
the dude who is having 
trouble retrieving words 
because he had a stroke.

The point of comedy is to 
take aim at the powerful and 
to use humor as an oblique 
way of telling uncomfort-
able truths. And, most of all, 
it must be authentic.

Imagine a counterfactual: 
If Mehmet Oz did not try 
to convince the voters of 
Pennsylvania that he was 
one of them, and instead 
drove up in a Lamborghini, 

stepped out in alligator 
shoes, and whipped off 
sunglasses that cost more 
than the average person’s 
car, looked into the camera, 
and said: “I’m Dr. Oz and 
you know me. You know me 
because I’m smart enough 
to have my own TV show. 
Oprah likes me. I’m rich, I 
save people’s lives because 
I’m a freaking top-tier 
heart surgeon and I want to 
be your senator. That guy in 
the hoodie may be big. But 
he doesn’t have anything 
on me. He may be an ox. 
But I am Oz.” Oz would 
have run the board.

When comedy punches 
down, when the jokes 
are at the expense of the 
underdog, it just is not 
funny — it is mean. Sadly, 
punching down works for 
some politicians these days 
in the not-normal political 

times, because our negative 
partisanship beats every-
thing else. Donald Trump 
uses that kind of humor to 
his benefit, but in the end, 
being malicious just isn’t 
amusing.

Humor looks for cathar-
sis, not cruelty, and finds 
success in authenticity and 
resonance. Oz may end up 
winning, but he certainly 
will not win because the 
voters of Pennsylvania 
think he’s funny or clever 
or even a good campaigner. 
Chances are, if Oz wins, it 
will be because the voters 
of Pennsylvania will re-
spond to negative politics, 
an element larger today 
in American politics than 
humor. 

For some voters, there 
can be nothing funny about 
this election — and that is 
not funny at all. 

Ukraine and Zelenskyy 
make case for different 

kind of nationalism 

The war in Ukraine is 
not only a military 
event, it’s an intel-

lectual event. The Ukrai-
nians are winning not only 
because of the superiority 
of their troops. They are 
winning because they are 
fighting for a superior idea 
— an idea that inspires 
Ukrainians to fight so dog-
gedly, an idea that inspires 
people across the West to 
stand behind Ukraine and 
back it to the hilt.

That idea is actually two 
ideas jammed together. 
The first is liberalism, 
which promotes democ-
racy, individual dignity, a 
rule-based international 
order.

The second idea is 
nationalism. Volodymyr 
Zelenskyy is a national-
ist. He is fighting not just 
for democracy but also 
for Ukraine — Ukrainian 
culture, Ukrainian land, 
the Ukrainian people and 
tongue. The symbol of this 
war is the Ukrainian flag, a 
nationalist symbol.

There are many people 
who assume liberalism and 
nationalism are opposites. 
Liberalism, in their mind, 
is modern and progres-
sive. It’s about freedom 
of choice, diversity and 
individual autonomy. 
Nationalism, meanwhile, 
is primordial, xenopho-
bic, tribal, aggressive and 
exclusionary.

Modern countries, by 
this thinking, should try 
to tamp down nationalist 
passions and embrace the 
universal brotherhood of 
all humankind. As John 
Lennon famously sang, 
“Imagine there’s no coun-
tries/ It isn’t hard to do/ 
Nothing to kill or die for/ 
And no religion too.”

Those people are not all 
wrong. Nationalism has a 
lot of blood on its hands.
But it has become clear 
that there are two kinds of 
nationalism: the illiberal 
nationalism of Vladimir 
Putin and Donald Trump, 
and the liberal nationalism 
of Zelenskyy. The former 
nationalism is backward-
looking, xenophobic and 
authoritarian. The latter 
nationalism is forward-
looking, inclusive and 
builds a society around the 
rule of law, not the person-
al power of the maximum 
leader. It’s become clear 
that if it is to survive, liber-
alism needs to rest on a bed 
of this kind of nationalism.

Nationalism provides 
people with a fervent 
sense of belonging. Coun-
tries don’t hold together 
because citizens make a 
cold assessment that it’s 
in their self-interest to 
do so. Countries are held 
together by shared loves 
for a particular way of life, 
a particular culture, a par-
ticular land. These loves 
have to be stirred in the 
heart before they can be 
analyzed by the brain.

Nationalism provides 
people with a sense of 
meaning. Nationalists tell 
stories that stretch from 
a glorious if broken past 
forward to a golden future. 
Individuals live and die, 
but the nation goes on. 
People feel their life has 
significance because they 
contribute these eternal 
stories. “Freedom is hol-
low outside of a meaning-
providing system,” Israeli 
academic and former poli-
tician Yael Tamir writes in 
her book “Why National-
ism.”

Democracies need 
nationalism if they are to 
defend themselves against 

their foes. Democracies 
also need this kind of 
nationalism if they are to 
hold together. In his book 
“The Great Experiment: 
Why Diverse Democracies 
Fall Apart and How They 
Can Endure,” political 
scientist Yascha Mounk 
celebrates the growing 
diversity enjoyed by many 
Western nations. But he 
argues they also need the 
centripetal force of “cul-
tural patriotism,” to bal-
ance the centrifugal forces 
that this diversity ignites.

Finally, democracies 
need this kind of nation-
alism to regenerate the 
nation. Liberal nationalists 
are not stuck with a single 
archaic national narra-
tive. They are perpetually 
going back, reinterpreting 
the past, modernizing the 
story and reinventing the 
community.

Over the past decades, 
this kind of ardent na-
tionalism has often been 
regarded as passé within 
the circles of the edu-
cated elites. I suspect there 
are many people in this 
country who are proud to 
wear the Ukrainian flag but 
wouldn’t be caught dead 
wearing an American flag 
because they fear it would 
mark them as reactionary, 
jingoistic, low-class.

The first problem with 
this posture is that it 
opened up a cultural divide 
between the educated class 
and the millions of Ameri-
cans for whom patriotism 
is a central part of their 
identity. Second, by as-
sociating liberalism with 
the cosmopolitan elite, it 
made liberalism seem like 
a system used to preserve 
the privileges of that elite. 
The populist class backlash 
combined with an anti-
liberal backlash, imperiling 
democracies across the
globe. Third, it opened the
door for people to seize 
and hijack American pa-
triotism.

Liberal nationalism 
believes in what liberals 
believe, but it also believes 
that nations are moral 
communities and the bor-
ders that define them need 
to be secure. It believes 
that it’s sometimes OK to 
put Americans first — to 
adopt policies that give 
American workers an edge 
over workers elsewhere. 
It believes it’s important 
to celebrate diversity, but 
a country that doesn’t 
construct a shared moral 
culture will probably rip 
itself to shreds.

American nationalism 
has characteristically been 
a liberal nationalism. From 
Alexander Hamilton to 
Walt Whitman to Theo-
dore Roosevelt, it has often 
been a song in praise of a 
liberal revolution, a liberal 
constitution and a diverse,
liberal society. Ukraine’s 
tenacity shows how power-
ful liberal nationalism can 
be in the face of an au-
thoritarian threat. It shows 
how liberal nationalism
can mobilize a society 
and inspire it to fantastic 
achievements. It shows 
what a renewed American 
liberal nationalism could 
do, if only the center and 
left could get over their 
squeamishness about 
patriotic ardor and would 
embrace and reinvent our 
national tradition.

Yael Tamir makes the 
essential point: “Self-cen-
tered individualism must 
therefore be replaced with 
a more collectivist spirit 
that nationalism knows 
how to kindle.”

n David Brooks is a columnist for The New York Times. Twitter:  
@nytdavidbrooks.
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always been challenging 
are hurting the most.

For instance, Upper 
Darby is a large suburban 
district in Delaware Coun-
ty with many low-income 
students. The teachers 
there have agreed to take 
on additional classes; how-
ever, the burnout level will 
be significant, and with a 
lack of substitutes, officials 
say if multiple teachers get 
sick, they will have to close 
schools.

In May, Millersville 
University held a Teacher 
Shortage Summit at The 
Ware Center in downtown 
Lancaster. This summit 
brought together teach-
ers and administrators 
from more than two dozen 
school districts, as well as 
policymakers and universi-
ty educators to discuss pos-
sible solutions to address 
this challenge.

The keynote speaker, 
Kelly Coash-Johnson, 
executive director of the 
American Association of 
School Personnel Admin-
istrators, said there are
multiple reasons for the 
crisis: a declining interest 
in the profession, declin-
ing enrollment in teacher 
training programs and 
low teacher retention rate 
coupled with high turn-
over. She said the good 
news for Pennsylvania is 
that teacher salaries in this 
state are among the highest 
in the nation.

The summit addressed 
the larger question of what 
changes in current struc-
tures and policies should 
be put in place to allevi-
ate the teacher shortage 
in central Pennsylvania. 
Among these are three leg-
islative proposals that are 

currently under consid-
eration to address critical 
issues in the teacher short-
age, namely:

— Making permanent the 
basic skills testing morato-
rium. That testing serves 
as an unnecessary barrier 
to entry for prospective 
teachers. Other states such 
as Ohio and Michigan have 
dropped similar require-
ments.

— Creating state reci-
procity agreements that 
would allow the com-
monwealth to recognize 
teaching credentials from 
other states. Currently, 
Pennsylvania requires 
additional coursework and 
assessments for certified 
out-of-state teachers who 
move here.

— Providing teacher 
service loan forgiveness as 
an important incentive to 
prospective teachers.

There is good news: The
American Rescue Plan Act 
of 2021 provides $170 bil-
lion for schools, of which 
$122 billion will go to the 
Elementary and Second-
ary School Emergency 
Relief Fund. It will help 
to stabilize and diversify 
the educator workforce 
and rebuild the educator 
pipeline. This act includes 
provisions that help ensure 
that federal funds are used 
in addition to — and not in 
place of — state and local 
education funding.

As Coash-Johnson said 
at the summit, we need 
to shift our thinking. We 
need to move from just 
creating career pathways 
to reducing the barriers to 
careers in education. We 
must move from providing 
educators with more re-
sources to designing com-
prehensive human capital 

management systems. She 
suggested a move from 
increasing teacher salaries 
to establishing transparent 
and equitable total rewards 
systems. We must move 
from supporting employee 
wellness to strengthen-
ing educators’ sense of 
purpose, belonging and 
connection. And we also 
need to shift from just 
promoting the profession 
to delivering exceptional 
employment experiences.

The summit discus-
sions came up with ideas 
that we can use to move 
forward. Among these: 
creating an advocacy 
campaign to support the 
teaching profession and 
highlighting both new and 
experienced teachers and 
their extraordinary work 
impacting young people. 
We must invest in innova-
tive models to attract and 
prepare diverse teacher 
candidates, including 
youth, paraprofession-
als and other commu-
nity members. Supporting 
early career retention 
models such as induction 
(the provision of profes-
sional support services to 
newly employed teachers), 
mentoring, affinity groups, 
career ladders, targeted 
professional development, 
cohort models and finan-
cial incentives will go a 
long way to help address 
this crisis.

In 1855, the founders 
of our institution were 
committed to developing 
a solution for preparing a 
new workforce of teachers. 
By the late 1920s, the insti-
tution became a compre-
hensive teacher’s college. 
By the early 1960s, the 
college had grown into a 
multifaceted state college 

with graduate degrees in 
various areas of advanced 
teacher preparation. The 
evolution in purpose and 
programming continued 
through the 1980s as the 
university grew and diver-
sified its curriculum.

While we have added 
many programs over the 
years, our teacher prepara-
tion programs remain an 
important cornerstone 
of our university. And 
we continue to evolve as 
needs have changed. In re-
cent years, we added new 
Master of Education pro-
grams and a doctorate in 
education in educational 
leadership. Our certifica-
tion offerings and summer 
institutes have supported 
new and advanced teach-
ers with cutting-edge 
content and pedagogy.

Similar to what our 
founders did, in response 
to the teacher shortage 
crisis, we are developing 
strategies to address the 
challenge. Among our ef-
forts is a new program for 
emergency certification 
of professionals seeking 
an accelerated path to 
earn their initial teacher 
license.

Millersville has been 
part of the dialogue in K-12 
education and how to meet 
the needs of our region and 
the commonwealth. There 
are no easy solutions to 
issues as complex and 
multifaceted as the short-
age of teachers. It will take 
K-12, school boards, our 
legislatures and our com-
munities to work together 
to meet the challenges. 
Millersville University is 
ready and able to be a part-
ner in developing the ideas 
and strategies to meet the 
needs of our communities.

Ten families and their 
community had their lives 
changed forever. Volun-
teer responders from the 
local fire company and 
emergency services agency 
would never be the same 
after their pagers activated. 
Some may have even left 
the volunteer service com-
munity after that tragic 
day. Citizens who had 
always lived side by side in 
their peaceful hamlet with 
their Amish neighbors saw 
their community on the 
international news, forever 
changing the character of 
that community. Other vol-
unteer and paid firefighters 
and emergency services 
personnel were part of 
something they will never 
forget, something that will 
always flash back into their
memories at the worst of 
times, and certainly every 
October. Our professions 
do not allow us to forget 
those events.

Troopers with the Penn-
sylvania State Police will 
never get the picture of 
that horrific scene out of 
their memories. The South 

Central Pennsylvania Task 
Force’s incident manage-
ment team, on which I 
still serve, was on its first 
deployment, and I can 
recall the fear and blank 
expressions of many of our 
friends and fellow profes-
sionals from that day and 
that week. I still can see 
the blood-stained shirts 
of the officers who carried 
those little girls to medical 
assistance and then had 
the difficult job of inves-
tigating the incident, not 
knowing the fate of those 
young lives. All of our lives 
were changed that day, and 
yet it wasn’t a one-time 
tragic event — it was but 
one of the thousands of 
tragic events that affect our 
response community and 
our citizens every day.

On Oct. 1, I attended 
a fundraiser for a small 
community’s Lion’s Club 
upstate. I sat with friends 
and listened to a local artist
sing for several hours. He 
was amazingly good and 
sang hit songs from many 
decades. He was just a 
small-town guy standing 
in front of a few hundred 

people on a Saturday night. 
Young kids were running 
around laughing and play-
ing tag. Some were throw-
ing a ball back and forth,
and others were playing
with a dog. A tear rolled
down my face as I thought 
about the innocence lost 
16 years ago and how five 
young girls were taken 
from us, never to play 
again, never to grow up, 
and never to have children 
of their own. And then I 
thought, when will it ever 
end, the senseless vio-
lence? Just like we cannot 
forget Sept. 11, 2001, we 
cannot forget Oct. 2, 2006. 

According to ems.
gov, firefighters and law 
enforcement officers 
“are more likely to die by 
suicide than in the line of 
duty; and EMS clinicians 
are more likely to take 
their life than members of 
the general public. Public 
safety telecommunicators
are at risk as well; studies
have found that nearly 
one-quarter experience
depression and as many 
as 24% have symptoms
of post-traumatic stress

disorder.”
A public health crisis is 

occurring, and the minute 
we forget how challeng-
ing life is for all of us, but 
especially for our first 
responders, we have failed 
as a society.
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GET HELP
If you or someone you 
know is in crisis and 
needs immediate help, 
contact the following 
organizations:
— National Suicide 
Prevention Lifeline, 
suicidepreventionlifeline.
org, 800-273-8255. 
(Also, 988 has launched 
nationally as the new 
three-digit dialing code 
that will route callers to the 
National Suicide Prevention 
Lifeline.)
— Those who are deaf 
or hard of hearing can 
contact the National 
Suicide Prevention Lifeline 
via TTY at 800-799-4889.
— Lancaster Crisis 
Intervention, 717-394-2631.
— If you are LGBTQ: 
thetrevorproject.org/get-
help.
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